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When represented on American television, LGBT characters 

are often shown with similar conventions, regardless of the 

show they appear on or the context of their inclusion.  

Many of these conventions are based on a correlation 

between one’s sexual identity/orientation and one’s sexual 

behavior/activity.  For many, the definition of one 

necessitates a certain definition of the other.  This, 

however, is not always true – both in television and 

reality.  For The Venture Bros., sexual behavior is 

presented as separate from sexual identity in a post-gay 

environment within broadcast television conventions.  In 

addition, while their sexual behavior is a tool used to 

show the dysfunctionality of the characters, their sexual 

identity is seen as part of their character and not as 

something that contributes to this dysfunction.  Sexual 

behavior, not sexual identity, is used to describe both the 

character and his/her development.  This representation of 

sexual behavior and sexual identity within The Venture 

Bros. ultimately allows the characters greater freedom in 

their actions and development, creating ever changing and 

complex characters to inhabit the world of Team Venture.

However, before one can adequately analyze this television 

show and its themes, it is important to understand the 

terms used within this essay.  For the purposes of this 

essay, sexual identity is defined as how “one thinks of 

oneself, in terms of being significantly attracted to 

members of the same or the other sex; based on one’s 

internal experience, as opposed to which gender one’s 

actual sexual partners belong to” (“Sexual Identity and 

Gender Identity Glossary”).  Sexual behavior is simply 
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defined as “the stimulation and excitation of the sex 

organs…[with several] causes, motives, and purposes of such 

behavior” (Haeberle).  It is important to note the 

distinction between these two terms.  Sexual identity 

relates more to internal experience and thought; not much 

is done externally or acted upon.  In contrast, sexual 

behavior is a heavily external experience in which the body 

plays an important role.  It is also important to note that 

each definition does not mention the other, even if they do 

affect each other.  So while sexual identity and sexual 

behavior may often occur together and play roles for each 

other, there is no evidence that one causes or necessitates 

the other.  At most, sexual identity and sexual behavior 

are descriptions of one’s sexuality internally and 

externally.1

It is based on these definitions and this conclusion that 

The Venture Bros. characters interact with each other and 

their world.  Though a complex and ever-growing mythology 

with intertwining character backstories often complicate 

the Venture universe, some of the show’s characteristics 

are very conventional and continue common themes found in 

other television shows.  The Venture Bros. currently airs 
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1 Although this is the conclusion argued in this essay, it should be 
noted that any correlation or differences found between sexual identity 
and sexual behavior is fundamentally inaccurate.  As with both The 
Venture Bros. characters and real people, sexual identity is a highly 
personal, internal, and malleable trait, and thus, is impossible to 
obtain without the person explicitly (verbally or otherwise) stating 
his/her own sexual identity.  Therefore, much of the following analysis 
is based upon a) the characters’ actions and dialogue, their 
interactions with other characters, and how other characters talk about 
each other; and b) how these actions, dialogues, and interactions are 
coded as “straight” or “gay” within the Venture universe.



on Adult Swim, a timeshare cable television network bundled 

with Cartoon Network.  As a basic cable channel, Adult 

Swim’s audience is smaller, but is able to have more 

freedom in the type of content that is aired.  This can be 

seen in not only the content aired on The Venture Bros., 

but also the other types of shows Adult Swim airs and 

produces.  Even so, this does not mean that Adult Swim does 

not have characteristics often found in broadcast 

television shows.  The most noticeable of these 

characteristics in The Venture Bros. is the “post-gay” 

world the characters live in.  In The Venture Bros. post-

gay world, LGBT characters are able to define their 

identities by something other than their sexual preferences 

or actions (K).  Ironically enough, this quality found in 

broadcast television, which is often criticized for 

ignoring the realities of many LGBT people, is what makes 

the distinction between sexual identity and sexual behavior 

possible.  Since sexual identity and behavior are 

represented as separate qualities, LGBT characters (whether 

they self-identify as queer or not) are viewed as 

characters participating in non-heterosexual activities, 

rather than just simply “LGBT characters.”  Conversely, 

heterosexual characters (self-identifying or not) are also 

viewed as characters participating in (sometimes 

non-)heterosexual activities, rather than just simply 

“straight characters.”  Thus, the characters’ sexual 

behaviors do not always overlap with their sexual 

identities, allowing them more freedom within their post-

gay world to do as they wish and not be judged or defined 

by their sexual identities, but by their sexual behaviors.
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As stated before, it can be very difficult to define any 

Venture Bros. character’s sexual identity.  Even so, there 

are at least four characters who have clearly stated their 

sexual identities, either by their own admission or 

allowing themselves to be spoken for.  These characters 

include: Shore Leave2, a former O.S.I agent; The Alchemist3, 

friend and colleague of Dr. Orpheus; Colonel Horace 

Gentleman4, member of the original Team Venture; and King 

Gorilla5, professional archenemy and member of the Guild of 

Calamitous Intent.  These characters share several 

characteristics seen amongst broadcast television’s 

representations of LGBT characters.  All these characters 

are white, relatively young men (with the exception of King 

Gorilla, who is an actual, sentient gorilla).  Even The 

Alchemist and Colonel Gentleman, two of the older 

characters amongst the cast, are presented as young in 

spirit and action, if not in age.  In addition, none of 

these characters seem to be consistently connected to a 

larger gay community; they appear to only be friends with 

heterosexuals (Walters 61).  When an outside, gay community 

is mentioned, it is only mentioned in passing and is often 

spoken of in the past tense (for example, The Alchemist’s 

comments about his ex-boyfriends, and Shore Leave revealing 

Journal of Venture Studies -- Volume Two

4

2 “The Family That Slays Together, Stays Together (Part 1)” (S03E12) and 
“Any Which Way But Zeus” (S04E11).

3 “Fallen Arches” (S02E08).

4 Though never explicitly stated within the show by Colonel Gentleman, 
this has been confirmed by Jackson and Doc several times, including the 
commentary for “Now Museum – Now You Don’t” (S03E09).

5 “Return to Spider-Skull Island” (S01E13).



to Dr. Venture the popularity of The Rusty Venture Show 

among the LGBT community).

However, the representations of these characters are as 

complex as their heterosexual counterparts.  While Shore 

Leave tends to act in a stereotypically “prissy” and 

feminine manner, both in speech and in body language, he 

seems to do this intentionally because he feels most 

comfortable doing so and wishes to flaunt his mannerisms in 

order to provoke a reaction out of others.  In this way, 

Shore Leave is very aware of his stereotypical behavior and 

chooses to perform them rather than hide them.  These self-

identified characters are also presented as “normal” in the 

sense that they participate in sexual activities, but not 

in the sense that they desire the same things as the 

heterosexual characters – or even desire the same things as 

each other (Walters 75).  For example, The Alchemist 

greatly wishes for a steady, loving relationship, while 

King Gorilla is happy going from partner to partner and 

having a harem of men.  While for these characters their 

sexual identity is not much different from their sexual 

behaviors, it is important to note that other characters 

base their judgment of them on their non-sexual 

characteristics.  If their sexual activities do come into 

question, it is the activity itself (the act of sex), not 

the nature of the activity (with whom/how they are having 

sex) that is questioned.  The few times these characters 

are judged based on their sexual identity, the offender is 

met with a heated diatribe or is simply dismissed.  This is 

best seen during the argument between Pete White and Shore 
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Leave in “Any Which Way But Zeus” (S04E11):

Pete White: I’m not gonna fight him. They 
can’t make me fight him!

Shore Leave: White, you are such a 
sissy!

Pete White: I’m a sissy?  You’re 
! calling me a sissy?

Shore Leave: Oh yeah, I get it.  I’m 
out and proud and I’m the sissy.  I’m 
brave enough to be who I am in the face 
of assholes like you – and I’m the 
sissy.  Maybe when you come out of the 
closet, you can walk a mile in my Jimmy 
Choos.

Shore Leave’s claim of White being a “sissy” is based on 

White’s cowardly behavior, but when White attempts to base 

his claim on Shore Leave’s identity, Shore Leave quickly 

shuts him down, continuing to use behavior as the basis for 

defining “sissy” and to both defend himself and attack 

White.6  Therefore, while there is not much difference for 

these characters between their sexual identities and their 

sexual behaviors, using them for bases of judgment is met 

with completely different reactions.
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6 It is important to note that these are important secondary characters 
having this argument, and not “anonymous and ruthless bigots,” which is 
often the case in broadcast television (Walters 71).  It is also 
important to recognize that while Shore Leave uses behavior as a base 
for judgment, he also later uses stereotypical physical traits to judge 
White and define White’s sexual identity, which is an interesting (and 
perhaps hypocritical, especially coming from a character such as Shore 
Leave) yet conventionally broadcast tactic.



In contrast with sexual identity, the sexual behaviors of 

the majority of The Venture Bros. characters are much 

easier to ascertain.  However, it is the sexual behaviors 

of the heterosexual (or at least the non-self-identified) 

characters that are much more interesting and difficult to 

analyze.  More specifically, their assumed sexual identity 

does not often correlate with their sexual behavior.  

Indeed, several characters who express or act upon 

heterosexual desires just as often participate in non-

heterosexual behaviors, though they give no indication of 

which, or if both, behaviors reflect their sexual identity.  

This makes for rather complex characters that perform a 

wide range of sexual behaviors, from threesomes and open 

relationships, to performative cross-dressing and genital 

configuration.  The most notable of these characters 

include The Monarch and Dr. Mrs. The Monarch7, Rusty 

Venture’s archenemies; Colonel Hunter Gathers8, Brock’s 

former O.S.I commanding officer; Mile High9, a former O.S.I 

agent; and The Master10, Dr. Orpheus’ teacher.  Similar to 
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7 Their sex life is mentioned in various episodes, though some of the 
most notable mentions of their non-mainstream, non-exclusively 
heterosexual activities include “The Buddy System” (S03E05) and 
“Operation P.R.O.M.” (S04E16).

8 Colonel Gathers is a study in non-conforming (trans)gender and sexual 
desires, which he best expresses in “Assassinanny 911” (S02E03), “The 
Invisible Hand of Fate” (S03E03), and “The Silent Partners” (S04E15).

9 “The Family That Slays Together, Stays Together (Part 1)” (S03E12) and 
“Pinstripes & Poltergeists” (S04E08).  Although he is not given much 
screen time, he is perhaps the best example of a character whose sexual 
identity and sexual behavior barely overlap, if at all.

10 “Escape to the House of Mummies Part II” (S02E04), “I Know Why the 
Caged Bird Kills” (S02E10), and “The Better Man” (S04E07).  As with 
Mile High, he does not have much screen time, but has shown the most 
extreme examples of non-mainstream sexual behavior.



those self-identified characters, these characters are 

represented and judged based on their behaviors rather than 

their sexual identities.  In addition, the characters’ 

sexual behaviors often show their character development.  

This use of sexual behavior as character development is 

best seen in the characters of The Monarch and Dr. Mrs. The 

Monarch.  Throughout the series, this couple encounters 

many issues within their relationship, the biggest being 

commitment and trust (especially in season two).  One of 

the sources of this lack of commitment and trust is the 

fact that both have had multiple partners in the past, and 

continue to engage in sexual activities or have sexualized 

relationships (leading to emotional attachment) with 

others.  As their relationship (and later marriage) grows 

stronger, they mutually decide to engage in swinging, with 

males and females, which forces them to be honest about 

their past sexual behavior and present sexual desires.  

Thus, their non-heterosexual behavior is neither condemned 

nor even explicitly related to their sexual identities 

(which have not been stated), but is used as a tool to 

strengthen their relationship and as an indicator to the 

audience on the progress of their relationship.

At the same time, thanks to the post-gay environment of The 

Venture Bros., sexual behavior can also be seen as 

inconsequential and not included at all in a character’s 

identity.  Instead of these behaviors defining their 

characters, they are merely aspects of these characters, 

which can change over time just like any other 

characteristic and still not change their own sense of 

sexual identity.  For example, Mile High was in a 
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relationship with Shore Leave for many years, though this 

was to keep his cover on an undercover mission.  In 

“Pinstripes & Poltergeists” (S04E08), though they admit to 

having had sex with each other during this time, Mile High 

also explains that he was only “pretend[ing] to be in love 

with Shore Leave,” implying that his sexual behavior at the 

time did not match his sexual identity.  Though Shore Leave 

is annoyed by this admission, both characters seem to 

understand that Mile High’s sexual behavior did not reflect 

his sexual identity – it was merely an action he chose to 

perform that could be judged or dismissed like any other 

human action.  As such, for these characters, sexual 

behavior is merely an aspect or action.  It is, in fact, 

something as simple as a type of behavior that they choose 

to participate in which does not necessarily define their 

identities.

As one can see, The Venture Bros. universe contains a large 

and diverse cast of characters thanks to its ever-growing 

mythology.  Among this cast are characters that seem to fit 

within a conventional representation of an LGBT character, 

and those that do not seem to fit into any archetype.  This 

is largely due to Publick and Hammer’s use of their 

characters’ sexual identities and sexual behaviors.  Since 

they chose to not assume a correlation between the two, 

they are able to create characters that define and act upon 

their sexuality in incredibly complex ways.  Ironically, it 

is not the self-identified LGBT characters that make the 

most use of the distinction between sexual identity and 

sexual behavior.  Nevertheless, all these characters, and 

by extension the audience, recognize this distinction and 
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manipulate it to reach their own goals, while at the same 

time recognizing that these definitions do not necessarily 

also define themselves – or give them the right to define 

others.11
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11 While not directly cited, this interview with Jackson and Doc with 
The Huffington Post was a large inspiration to the writing and tone of 
this essay: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/07/09/the-venture-bros-
talk-gay-characters_n_1659006.html
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